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This assessment also recognises that the two countries apply different 
ideological concepts. China implements the theory of performance 
legitimacy, while South Africa applies the consolidated democracy theory.
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Last year, both China and South Africa hosted their dominant political party conferences where 
leadership was elected and policies 
thrashed out for implementation.  The 
Communist Party of China (CPC) held 
its 18th National Congress in November 
2012, in Beijing, China, while South 
Africa’s African National Congress 
held its 53rd National Conference in 
Mangaung, South Africa.  It is important 
to note that both countries are led by 
the afore-mentioned political parties. 
Both countries are at a historical 
turning point. China, currently at 61 
years, has now become the world’s 
second largest economy, while South 
Africa, at 18 years, has a governance 
performance characterised by low 
educational standards in comparison 
to many countries in the region, high 
unemployment, and high levels of 
income inequality. The objective of 
this article is not to compare country 
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growth performance as China has 
had a longer time and thus more 
opportunities to mature. Instead, the 
purpose is to asses both the CPC and 
ANC conferences and their prospective 
outcomes. This assessment also 
recognises that the two countries apply 
different ideological concepts. China 
implements the theory of performance 
legitimacy, while South Africa applies 
the consolidated democracy theory.
According to Christopher Bickerton, 
performance legitimacy requires above 
all that the actor in question establishes its 
value-added contribution in the relevant 
policy area. This theory is premised on 
meeting expectations, and satisfying 
citizens through policy outcomes.1 
Legitimacy is an endorsement of the 
state at a moral or normative level. It 
is normative by conceptual definition. 
It is analytically distinct from that 
form of political support derived from 
personal views of goodness. 20th 
Century American political sociologist 
Seymour Martin Lipset maintains 
that a government is legitimate if and 
only if it is generally believed that the 
government performs at least as well or 
better than all conceivable alternatives.2 
Democracy requires that a majority of 
the country’s population accepts the 
democratic institutions as legitimate 
and thus they exist relatively 
unchallenged. Larry Diamond states 
that for democracy to be consolidated, 
elites, organisations, and the mass 
public must believe that the political 
system they have in their country is 
actually worth defending.3
The implementation process by 
both countries of their conference 
policy outcomes is the crux of 
this paper. During the Cold War, 
democracy was widely hailed in the 
West as the best political regime yet 
invented, because its citizens were 
both treated with respect and dignity 
and had some say in political decision-
making. In recent decades, democracy 
has been touted as the key engine for 
economic growth and development. 
Developing countries were constantly 
reminded that in order to succeed 
like the West, they first needed to put 
their democratic foundation in order. 
However, about 60 years down the 
road, a number of developing countries 
in Africa which chose the democratic 
path have remained poor while some 
Asian countries that did not necessarily 
practice democracy have effectively 
raised the standard of living for 
citizens in their countries. In fact 
democracy in several developing 
countries was premised on electoral 
rubber stamps which sometimes led 
to leadership deficiencies. It has now 
become very clear in 21st century 
governance that credible and efficient 
leadership are essential for any country 
to progress.
It is in the context of leadership and 
global governance that there has been 
an interest in the leadership outcome of 
the CPC and ANC national conferences. 
Both national conferences were 
dominated by speculation about who 
was going to take over the leadership 
reins.  In terms of leadership, at the 
CPC’s 18th National Congress, the 
top seven elected were seven men – 
Xi Jinping, Li Keqiang, Zhang Dejiang, 
Yu Zhengsheng, Liu Yunshan, Wang 
Qishan and Zhang Gaoli. Xi is now 
the leader of the CPC and is expected 
to become President of China in 
March 2013. Xi’s team consists of 
practitioners with Doctorates from 
law to engineering. Furthermore, in 
addition to these qualifications, they 
also have practical experience, as 
individuals such as Xi, Li, Zhang Dejiang 
and Wang toiled in communes and 
villages during the Cultural Revolution, 
when millions of high school graduates 
were sent to rural areas to receive 
"re-education" from peasants and help 
with rural development. A majority 
of the South African team members 
elected have also good academic 
records considering the circumstances 
during the period when they undertook 
their studies.  For example, Dr. Zweli 
Lawrence Mkhize is a medical doctor 
and newest chancellor of the University 
of KwaZulu-Natal, and ANC Deputy 
President Cyril Ramaphosa obtained 
his B. Proc. Degree in law. Furthermore 
the officials of President Jacob Zuma’s 
team have struggle credentials, 
government, business and trade union 
skills, experience and expertise.  
With regard to policy making, 
the 18th Party Congress was 
probably the most watched national 
conference internationally in 2012 as 
many governments, academics and 
journalists were keen to know more 
about the incoming leader, and China’s 
governance map for the next few years. 
Given the length of the CPC Work 
Report, this article will just highlight 
four key issues. The work report 
affirmed that the CPC leadership was 
on track to achieve its goals: the need to 
solidify the domestic and international 
foundations for China’s development 
as a great power; structural economic 
and political reforms to improve 
governance, thereby bolstering the 
regime’s legitimacy through competent 
governance; and stronger supervisory 
mechanisms to address corruption, 
which poses a grave threat.  
Another significant policy 
decision was the Constitutional 
Amendment that was immediately 
implemented to make the Scientific 
Outlook on Development part of its 
long-term action guide to address 
new challenges faced by the world's 
second largest economy. The Scientific 
Outlook on Development advocates 
sustainable and efficient economic 
and social development instead of 
breakneck growth at the expense of 
the environment and society. The 
scientific development concept is 
the current official guiding socio-
economic ideology of the Communist 
Party of China incorporating scientific 
socialism, sustainable development, 
social welfare, a humanistic society, 
increased democracy, and, ultimately, 
the creation of a Socialist Harmonious 
Society.4 The ideology stems from 
the basic premise that it is possible 
for the state to engineer sustainable 
development through tested and 
proven methodologies of governance. 
For democracy  
to be consolidated, 
elites, organisations, 
and the mass public 
must believe that the 
political system they 
have in their country 
is actually worth 
defending.
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Such a scientific approach is said to 
minimise conflict amongst different 
interest groups in society in order to 
maintain stability on the national level, 
in turn fostering economic and cultural 
advancement.  Credit for the theory 
is given to current Chinese leader Hu 
Jintao and his administration, who 
took power in 2002. It is the newest 
brand added to the idea of Socialism 
with Chinese characteristics ratified 
into the Communist Party of China's 
constitution at the 17th Party Congress 
in October 2007.5
According to the International 
Department of the CPC, the Scientific 
Outlook on Development is a 
continuation and development of the 
important thoughts on development 
advanced by the previous three 
generations of central collective 
leadership of the CPC and a 
concentrated expression of the Marxist 
world outlook and methodology 
with regard to development. It is a 
scientific theory that is in the same line 
as Marxism-Leninism, Mao Zedong 
Thought, Deng Xiaoping Theory and 
the Three Represents concept credited 
to previous General Secretary Jiang 
Zemin.6 Based on this theory, the policy 
makers at the 18th Congress basically 
conceded that China’s development 
has produced a series of new features 
that must be tackled.  
For example, even though economic 
strength has increased, capacity for 
independent innovation is weak, and 
the longstanding structural problems 
and the extensive mode of growth are 
yet to be fundamentally addressed. 
Secondly, efforts to balance 
development have yielded remarkable 
results, but the foundation of agriculture 
remains weak, as the rural areas still lag 
behind in development.  
Thirdly, even though a relatively 
comfortable standard of living has been 
achieved for the people as a whole, 
the trend of a growing gap in income 
distribution has not been thoroughly 
reversed, and it has become more 
difficult to accommodate the interests 
of all sides.7 
Fourthly, though Socialist 
democracy is steadily developing, 
through implementing the rule of 
law as a fundamental principle, 
efforts to improve democracy and 
the legal system fall somewhat short 
of the need to expand people's 
democracy and promote economic 
and social development, and political 
restructuring has to be deepened. 
Fifthly, Socialist culture is thriving 
as never before, as the people have 
growing cultural needs and have 
become more independent, selective, 
changeable and diverse in thinking, 
setting higher requirements for the 
development of an advanced socialist 
culture. Profound changes have taken 
place in the structure of society, in the 
way society is organised and in the 
pattern of social interests, and many 
new issues have emerged in social 
development and management. 
Sixthly, China is opening wider to 
the outside world, where international 
competition is becoming increasingly 
acute and pressure in the form of the 
economic and scientific dominance 
of developed countries will continue 
for a long time to come. Both 
predictable and unpredictable risks 
are increasing, and the need to 
balance domestic development with 
opening to the outside world is greater 
than ever.8
South Africa’s ANC national 
conference path to Mangaung on the 
other hand was a very colourful event 
dominated by electoral issues.  Both 
President Zuma and Deputy President 
Motlanthe had been nominated by 
various branches to become the 
new ANC president. Added to the 
nominations were various dynamics 
such as Motlanthe’s principled 
unwillingness to engage in discussions 
or campaigning around the leadership 
battle which disorientated the Forces of 
Change who wanted Zuma replaced. 
The leadership contest for the National 
Executive Committee (NEC) was 
plotted by political opportunism and 
a perception that some candidates 
were   interested in gaining power for 
selfish reasons, influenced by greed 
and the settling of political scores. The 
delegates at the ANC National Congress 
overwhelmingly voted in favour of 
Zuma as President and for an election 
slate composed by Zuma’s supporters. 
Some of the key decisions emerging 
out of the December 2012 national 
conference were: 
• a rejection of the wholesale 
nationalisation of mines with a focus 
on strategic state involvement in key 
sectors where necessary; 
• the regulation of labour brokers 
instead of banning them;
• possible tax breaks for employers 
from government to encourage the 
hiring of young job seekers to tackle 
chronic unemployment; 
• a multibillion-rand infrastructure 
programme rollout; and
• an ANC ethics committee 
comprising of ANC veterans 
to respond to complaints and 
recommendations with ethical 
implications from inside and outside 
the party (to be created within three 
months of the conference).  
Prior to the conference, David 
Makhura indicated that most of the 
outcomes of the national conference 
would be a reaffirmation of the June 
policy conference positions. The ANC 
June policy conference produced the 
Second Transition document which 
argued that the party’s first transition, 
which was political, was complete, and 
that the second transition should be 
the battle for socio-economic equality. 
At the Mangaung conference, the 
basic idea of the second transition 
document re-emerged, and will clearly 
influence policy during Zuma’s second 
term. Hlongwane emphasises how the 
National Executive Committee’s (NEC) 
However, about 
60 years down the 
road, a number of 
developing countries 
in Africa which chose 
the democratic path 
have remained poor 
while some Asian 
countries that did not 
necessarily practice 
democracy have 
effectively raised the 
standard of living 
for citizens in their 
countries.
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January 8 statement, which sets out the 
map for the party in 2013, highlights 
how the second transition will inform 
economic and social policies as part of 
a broader policy thrust, directed by the 
National Development Plan (NDP),9 
which was constructed by the National 
Planning Commission in the Office of 
the Presidency.
Minister Trevor Manuel  who  is  the 
National Planning Minister presented 
the NDP in 2012 detailinga road map 
which, if properly and successfully 
implemented, will see South Africa 
boast an employment level heading 
towards 90%, no poverty, and strong 
economic growth of 5.4% annually, 
by 2030. The NDP plan sets out six 
interlinked priorities: 
• uniting all South Africans around 
a common programme to achieve 
prosperity and equity; 
• promoting active citizenry 
to strengthen development, 
democracy and accountability; 
• bringing about faster economic 
growth, higher investment and 
greater labour absorption; 
• focusing on key capabilities of 
people and the state; 
• building a capable and 
developmental state; and 
• encouraging strong leadership 
throughout society to work together 
to solve problems. 
 The main objectives of the plan are: 
• raising employment through faster 
economic growth; 
• improving the quality of education, 
skills development and innovation; 
and 
• building the capability of the 
state to play a developmental, 
transformative role. 
Some of the key programmes of the 
National Development Plan are already 
being implemented. These include the 
New Growth Path framework with 
its major infrastructure development 
programme, as well as the state-led 
industrial policy. 
As indicated earlier, both China 
and South Africa are at critical 
junctures where the policy decisions 
made at party conferences will have 
long term ramifications politically 
and economically.  The 21st century 
world power is now pegged on 
economic might first, then military, 
and hegemonic influence. Moreover, 
due to technology, emerging markets 
are developing very fast, reducing the 
level of time required to industrialise. 
Gone is the period when it took about 
300 years to industrialise as was the 
case with the UK. Neither country 
has the luxury to waste time before 
implementing the necessary measures 
to fast track growth, development and 
political stability and cohesion. 
The Chinese debates surrounding 
the need to include the Scientific 
Outlook theory into their Constitution 
are interesting and actually relevant to 
South Africa. Issues highlighting growing 
economic inequalities and the need 
for agricultural development echo the 
same sound even though South Africa’s 
cases are significantly more critical. 
Issues of the cultural changes that have 
taken place in the structure of society, 
in the way society is organised and 
in the pattern of social interests, are 
topics that are hotly debated in both 
China and South Africa.  
Here, there is a focus on the rising 
black middle class and its questionable 
outputs in areas such as work ethics, 
entitlement, get rich quick schemes, 
and low degree turn out rates, in 
comparison to other emerging markets 
even on this continent.  From a cultural 
perspective, it goes without saying 
that the impact of the growing middle 
class in China is similar to that of South 
Africa. In South Africa this class will 
become a critical determinant of much 
of what lies ahead. 
Finally, there is the issue of 
democracy and performance 
legitimacy. Democratically, South 
Africa not only has one of the best 
constitutions in the world, but also has 
all the necessary legal frameworks and 
performance management systems 
in place to ensure sound public 
management. South Africa definitely 
has the capacity to come out of its 
current challenges and produce 
an economically strong industrial 
economy.  While democratic principles 
have been espoused, implementation 
remains a challenge.  Suffice to say, the 
biggest challenge that could hinder the 
success of the NDP is implementation. 
In 2012 COSATU produced a Post 
Polokwane Resolution Audit where it 
maintained that nearly three years after 
Polokwane, progress in implementing 
its economic resolutions was too 
slow.10 Major structural change is 
critical to sustained future growth and 
stability. It is still not very clear how the 
ANC plans to implement the necessary 
reforms to shift its economy onto a 
path of sustainable development. This 
still leaves the question as to whether 
our democratic processes are strong 
enough to sustain consolidation. 
More importantly, how do we 
link democracy to the substantive 
outcome of popularly perceived good 
governance rather than to procedural 
guarantees?
From a performance legitimacy 
perspective, instead of spinning out 
endless policies and having audits 
from organisations demonstrating 





economic and social 
development instead 
of breakneck growth 
at the expense of the 
environment  
and society.
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perspective, it goes 
without saying that 
the impact of the 
growing middle class 
in China is the similar 
to that of South Africa. 
In South Africa the 
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much of what  
lies ahead. 
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that previous policies are not being 
effectively implemented, China 
employs policy experts who optimise 
policy in order to maximise Lipsettian 
goals such as economic growth. 
Although realised increases in living 
standards are the most important factor 
in Lipset legitimacy, radical unfamiliar 
policy changes can jeopardise public 
confidence in government. In order 
to maintain Lipset legitimacy, Chinese 
officials are not allowed to circumvent 
public support by relying on terror, 
which is egregious “despotic power”, 
such as that employed by Joseph 
Stalin. Chinese officials are required 
to maintain public confidence, they 
must convince the people that they 
are delivering and will continue to 
deliver, that the government is working 
effectively in the people’s interest. 
Improving living standards are 
the results the Chinese people are 
looking for, the results by which they 
primarily judge the legitimacy of their 
government. Chinese technocrats 
translate this into a basket of numerical 
indices which include, for example, a 
growth index, a green index, a poverty 
index. The goal of policy makers 
then becomes the optimisation of 
this basket. Behind the calculation 
and optimisation of policy are vast 
numbers of academics, economists 
and statisticians.
The creation and incredibly fast 
expansion of a highly competitive 
science and engineering focused 
educational system has also greatly 
contributed to the economic revolution. 
Many senior Chinese officials, including 
President Hu Jintao, have engineering 
degrees and industry backgrounds.  In 
the last thirty years these experts have 
delivered an average annualised GDP 
growth rate of over 10%. Even the 
Japanese post-war economic miracle 
only managed 8½%. It is an unparalleled 
achievement, and just as Lipset predicts, 
the CPC is consequently hugely popular 
with the Chinese masses and thus the 
government is politically stable.
The ANC still has the opportunity 
and capacity to accomplish some of 
the performance legitimacy results 
gained by the CPC. In fact, South 
Africa has also begun practicing 
measures of performance legitimacy. 
An example is the afore-mentioned 
NDP Plan. Like the Chinese, the NDP 
process was undertaken by the NPC 
through a number of experienced 
technocrats who have also developed 
their own basket version of numerical 
indices which have been calculated to 
determine the best way forward under 
the NDP Plan.  What is now essential is 
for the ANC and the entire nation to lose 
all ideological colour and ensure that 
the Second Transition document and 
the NDP Plan become a vast economic 
and scientific optimisation process 
driven by statistics, experimentation 
and implementation.  
Unfortunately, we cannot afford 
to lose another 5 years before getting 
some of the NDP plans not just 
implemented but fast-tracked.  The 
deployment of cadres without the 
necessary skills would be the quickest 
way of stifling effective implementation 
of the NDP Plan.  As in the Chinese 
case, we need to effectively marshal 
all our skilled resources to implement 
the identified policies.  However, in 
order to do this we need to all work 
together as a nation to achieve the 
end state. Economic reform is not just 
the responsibility of the government 
to implement. Every single South 
African needs to do their part to make 
economic transition a reality. 
Moreover, if the ANC policies are to 
be effectively implemented, there is a 
need for political consistency amongst 
all the governance structures. Being soft 
on certain cases, or unusually tough on 
corruption involving political opponents, 
implies inconsistency. For example, the 
Ethics Committee that is being created 
is a positive step in the right direction 
and should not be viewed as a selective 
tool when dealing with complaints. In 
essence ideological colour should be 
far removed from decisions related to 
bureaucratic inefficiency, corruption, 
etc.  It is imperative that decision-
making and its consequences are 
consistently dealt with across the board.
Fortunately, South Africa has 
developed and maintained the 
necessary democratic principles to steer 
its path. Despite all the ailments we 
have accumulated, democracy is still 
functional and our legislative instruments 
and administrative structures are still 
being utilised to ensure that correct 
measures are taken - which is the sign of 
a vibrant democracy. Moreover, South 
Africans also understand the principles 
and values of democracy which is 
one of the key criteria of consolidated 
democracy. Their ability to engage 
in public protest is an example of 
their democratic awareness of rights. 
South Africa also has the capacity to 
industrialise and become a strong player 
in the emerging market. Despite the 
current global economic climate, we 
are still doing well economically, and 
have maintained our global footprint 
with groupings such as Brazil, Russia, 
India, China, South Africa (BRICS). 
Finally, the very fact that the ANC has 
determined that we need to move 
beyond democratic ideals and now 
move towards economic best practices, 
is a sign that as a nation we are on the 
right track.
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